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Some 25,000 Assyrians, who had come to Iraq as rcf~gccs 

’ at the end of the first !‘lorlC i;ar, hnve attempted ever since 

to erniErate, bnt ilcve been m_abl_e to find a country of reception. 

They now hope for rcsettlemnt by -the A1.lics at tho end of this 

war. 



THE TLZANSFZ~? OF TFX ASSYRIAIG OJ? I&Q 

I. INTRODUCTION ., ,., :, I. ,, ,, . 

The problem of the resettlement of the Assyrian pop- 

ulation of Iraq is one. which has occupied international 

attention since eally in the last war. The problem in itself 

is a minor one, since it involves a vei=y snail ethnic-religious 

group. Eecause international’ machinery has been invoked, 

however, the issue assumes some significance, and serves to 

indicate the difficulties which arise in population transfers 

of this. character. 

‘Recent intelligence ‘indicates that the leaders of the 

Assyrian minority in Iraq have decided to.organize their 

followers in order to seek recognition at the Peace Conference, 

expressing the hope that, under- the Atlantic Charter, the 

United States will aid them in finding a place to settle. 

In view of the probable revival of interest in the 

problem, and as an indication of the nature of some of the 

problems involved in resettlement, the present report seeks 

to present an histoiical review of the events connected with 

the Ass~yrian transfer. 

II. THE BACKGROUND OF THE PROBLEM 

The Assyrians (or Bestorians) are described by the 

Information Section of the League of Nations as a rrNation- 
1 

‘Church:’ boaring ‘:the shadowy heritage of the ancient name of 

Assyrian,” and being Wndoubted successors of the greatness 

br the Assyrian Chuich:‘l At the outbreak of World War I their 
. 

number v+s estimated at 155,000, comprising three main groups:2 
, . 

80,000,inhabited the Tigris valley; from the plain-of JJosul 

9!?+ . 

to the hilly country. 
35,000 inhabited the plateaug of Urmia and Salmas in Persian 

i:. : : :E’:! 
,I ,I 

Asorbaijan and in the mountains of tho P0rG.dn.S~de 
of ,the border. 

I . 
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40,000 livtrd in the Hakkiari mountains, in the nsighbor- 
hood of the frontiers of Turkey, Iiussia, and Persia, 

.~ 

When Tu.IBdj- entered the last xar in November 1914, both 

the Turks and the Russians bid for the support of the Hakkiari 

Assyrians. In the sprin& of 1915 the Assyrians decided to 

join the Allies... After determined resistance, they were dri.vcr 

by the Turkish forces frum their mountain homes. Some 40, OaO 

took refuge at Urmia at the end of 1915. Together with the 

Persian Assyi3an.s they fought on the side of the Russians until 

the Russian front collapsed in 1917. They managed to hold out 

for over a yeax, but in the summer of 1918 the 70,000 Urmia 

and Hakkiari Assyr~ians had no alternative but to retreat in the 

diloction of the Eritish fo&ces in MjIasopotamia. Koving 300 mil 

southeastward, with t!leir families, iivestock, - nna posneaslons, 

t1ie.y suffertid heavily ‘from attacks by the Turks, Kurds, and 

Pel hians . Less than 50,000 ultimately ree.ched the British 

garrison In Hamadan. z 

under British auspiceo in thi,: nai.ghborh,ood of Yaghdad or Flosul. 

SOnu of ti-iu Ur!.lia r-E;ie;ie:s .rctuln(;d to Pt3;isia. Thy group from 

districts soutii of Jh.3 Halr!:iari mountains also rLtuj.n:>d. But 

the mountain tribes, nwborirg som is,000 pti:isons,:‘Jemained in 

Iraq. Efi’orts were made to enable them to raturn to their old 

home3, in tho hope that .th.c bound:iry bet~;tin Tuikcy and, Iraq 

viouid be so drawn .as to include; that ar,.;e. in Iraq. I~:oYevc’r, 

the,council of the Loagu~ of Eations assiGned, in 3c;cember 1925 

the Eakkiari district to Turis~y.~ The Turkish government 

decided that the Tuilrish Amnesty Lalw did not cover the Aos,yrian 

who had fourfit against Tui k3p in thi; l&~ar, and that .they would’ 

not be permitted to ru-tinter-Turkey. 
‘:.:,.. 

., 
ASGJT~ ians byho had reoccup 

their old homes wart: driven ou,t by armed force,,? I 



.,, 

* ,. 
III., _ ATT&!PTS _AT ~WS~TTLJXW~’ 

As a reult of the rejzction of the Assyrians by 

Tupkey.,~ it ~bacame necessary to face the &ospGct of establishing 
,. _.I 

a permamnt home for more than 20,000 Assyrians who were 

‘Bcattorad at that period 0vu-1’ the biosul liwa within the 

bb.utidal.i& of the Iraq Statti. Although tha Mom1 liwa had an 

,t?stir;latud .&nsity of population of only 22 persons per s:luare 

kilomuter of cultivatud tirea, the Iraq eovurnnont dwclaitid that 

it offered no possibility fox~a mass rtisi;ttleLitint of the 

Assyrians. .The creation of an Assyrian enclave in the Axbil 

liwa (15 ptirsons pzi squzro kilom~ttir of cultiv3ttid lond)2 

proved to be impossible, as it would have involvvd lmovnl of 

a Kurdish and Iraqi agricultul~al population to ploviae the 

required land .3 Kowevtir , t!m fniluL2 of all the c!nvisac;,tid ru- 

s~ttlmunt sch&i;s cannot by ascribtid to lack of land for rc- 

settlmt?n.t. Iraq is on2 of the most undi~populatdd countiies 

in the world. Its ama is 370,000 squsre kilometers aEd its 

population in 1920 did not ~XCG& 2,85O,OOO.’ “The dmsity of 

population in Iraq is low tivcin in c6mpmison with tho loti level 

comnon to the naighboling Oriti:nt&- countries,” states 

Alfmd Bonne!4 In a p;p~r privpaiud in 1926 for the Royal 

Cmtral Asian Socii;ty, Ja’fap Posha al Askax i, the Pxima Minister 

.of Iraq’; stated: “%Jmt Iraq wmts above mi.rything is more 

population. iq 

The renl causes of tht failure of all thu attempts to 

settle tht: Assyrians in Iraq in a single hoaogoneous community 

am doscribed by the League of Kations’ Inforrimtion Section as 

“ill-fooling b~titwuun cartain sections of the Amb population and 

this (Assyrian) small %Listinri ninoxity,” ‘thu @eater; pait’ Ipf 
,I 

1. Bonnt;,Alfrti.irl’. The Economic Duvtilopnunt of th+ .&dale East, 
Jef;‘+dcx~,, 1943, p. 108. 

;:_. $Z$im, 0; .,*. tit .‘, p, ‘52. % 
4,: Eonnc, op. clt.L~ p. 107., 

,.. . 
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which was not indigeno.us to the country.1 The idea of a ‘3 

closed Assyrian sett1emen.t in Iraq was a;landoned. The alt ernatj 
: 

solution, individual absorption o,f the Assyrians into the Iraqi’. 
1 

population, but with the maintenance of their reli,c:ious freedom” 
,! 

appears to have had reasonable pro,spec~tc of success. Maily ;i 

Assyrians ’ received land, and, by, the end of, i930, it wzts 
,$ 
‘? 
j 

estimated that only about 300 families ramained to be settled.z:i 

However, the A&lo-Iraq treaty,.of 30 June 1930, 
,i’ 
:’ 

wh i c h !J 
j 

provided for the surre;id.er by Great l3ritain of the Iraq mandat 

and the independence of Irar;, created much anxiety among the 

Assyrians, who were well awar r: of the pioblems faced- by ethni 

and religious minorities in an independent Arab state. In 

October 1931, Assyrian petitions presented to the Leay.ue of 

Nations stated that “it will be impos;;ible for them (the 

Assyiians) to live in Iraq after the withdrawal of the (Britis 

Mandate . They therefore ask that arrangements be made ‘for the 

transfer of the Assyrian.s in Iraq to a country under the rule 

of the Western Nations, or, if this is not possible, to Syria.” 

The Iraq declaration, in I.!ay 1932, including guaLantics for the 

prot,ection of minorities, had by n,o means dissipated these 

angr ehensions, In 1932, when Iraq bzcsmc a memb.er of the 

League of Nations, the Leasue’s Council had before it petitions 

from the Assyria~ns ask& that they be either transferred to a 

different country whos? protection they could sn,joy, or that th 

be settled’ in Iraq in a com,pact community possessing local ” 

autonomy. The Council adopted, the viex, however) that the dem 

for administrative autonomy lzithin Iraq could not be accepted; 

on the other h.and no territory for a compact oommunity’ of 

Assyr’ians from Iraq was made available.4 

1 -. 

32: 

Lenaue ~of Nations Questions, No* 5, 1:- 12. 

$?%!J$u~~‘~The SritisJ Betrayal of the Assyrians, 
I Chica,&o, 1936, p. 205. 

4., Lea{xe of Nati_ons Questions,, No. 5, p. 15.’ ‘~, , “’ - ;, 

~~~ ~~ ~~~~ __ii 



,’ ‘-’ 

, Disapppinted ,in the results of their representations9 

,,.sbme 800 men, leaving their femilitis behind, crossed the Syrian 

borde~r on 22 July 1933,, 

would provida them wi.th 

the French to return to 

in the 

land. 

Iraq. 

belief that the Prench suthor,ities 

They were, however, ordeied by 

After they crossed the front,ier 

.agai.n a clash with locaL detachments of the Iraqi Army, OccuXied. 

Kany of them were killed and wounded. some 550 took refuge in 

::;Syria;~where they wete intornud by the Fitr;nch nutholi,ties. AS 

a,,consequencc of this incident, passions were inflamed on both 

~, sides. A violent agitation convulstia the country. It 

culminated in the wholesals massncrc- of Assyrian men ins Simmel, 

,on. 11 August 1933, while in 60 neighboring villae.tis robbing and 

'>, looti?g c,ontinuod during thd Sollowing days,. The survivors, 
: 

:;somc 1,200,mostly l;#oriian and childrun, wore sent by the Iraq 

/, -Govelnmtint to, a ca_!!lp at, Nosul.& : 

These tragic events~ convince-d al.1 parties .involved that 

the Assyrian probltim in Iraq was btiyond local rcmody. The Iraq 

: Government impi*>ssed upon thu Council oftho Loa!zue of Nations 

,that it qas essential to piovidci a new home for those Assyrians 

A~. Y@o wjshud to luavc or wer(; unable: ptiac,eahly to be incorporated 

pi:. into the Iraqi State.Pl2 T:w Co?ncil was,unanimously of tha same 

~. opinion. ,. It set up on 15 &pttimbtJr 1.933, a Comrnit,tca, of Six to 

,;lp~opar:o a schem,o for tLansf'<:r and pamanent sottlumcnt of the 

,’ Iraqi Assyr,ian community. ,. 

*IFrom October 1933 to the middle of 1935;" reI,orts the 

[!: info?mativc publication 0; the L6acu.e of Nations,, %he Committee 

k ;,stiarch& the world for a su$table place in which to settle the 

Assyrian people, and there is not a continent in which it did 

not,considdr possibilities."3 Investigation c,ommissions w3rc 

.~ 

. Loague of Nations &uzstions,No. 
ic5.3, 

5, pp~.16-17;,,~Sim~~~n;~:op.cit., 

Official Journal, Decirmber 1933, p. 1645. 
Nationvdutidns, No. 5; p. 22. -- 

I’,~,,. _(,~ ,, 

.., 



sent to ,tho state 

The Parana report 

of Parana in Brnzi.1, and to British Guiana 

was favorable, but the projtict had to be 

abandoned ;owing to the adoption by tho IWazilian Parliament 

a law rtistricting immigration. The invus t igat ion in British 

Guiana lcd to the conclusion that it is :lmort: than doubtful 

whuthur the Assyrians could bu settled’ thora on a sufficient: 

large scale, ill 

The Committee thcreforu conctintrnted its atttintion on 

possibilities of transf’clr and sottlomznt of the Assyrians ill 

Syria, whtirc a nucleus and a prticc dkt had already bejon cstal 

in .1934 when the 550 Assyrians who had tnktin rufur;e thdrc in 

,Auiugust 1933 ‘wiw sc:tti& provisionally in the Upper ,Khabur 

valley; lat cr , t&y were allow& to sdnd for thdir faniilics 

had -remained in Iraq (some 1,459 persons). Th,dru had also’ 1 

an additional influs of Assyrians fromIraq andby September 193 

some 6,000 Assyrians WVLU living in the Khabur area; they WI 

rapidly bwcoming self-suppo&inz with regard to the more 

i~portcnt foodstuffs.2 

Both Turktiy and Iraq wtiru, howuvcr, avrjrsc; to the mas: 

‘eettlumcnt of Assyri,ans in Khabur, which is situated near the 

and Iraq frbntiers,.3 The Prench’atithorities,final.ly agreed t0.a: 

perrranwnt cstablishmcnt of the Assyrians (not only of those Y 

had boon provisionally stittlsd in Khabur, but aino of those P 

h4 ikniaincd in Iraq and wished to sottlo ;lsowhc;re) in the 

sparsely populated *and marshy Ghab plain in the Alarvite tirri 

~hvhich had the advantage of bein& r.Jrnoto from thase frontiers 

(it was situatud somci 25 milos to the northwest of Hama and i 

the samo distance from the: SW). As another advantage of the 

Ghab sottlonent , it was. stressed that the immediate neighbors 

l,- ThirL “7. 23-24. 
7 ~Jatiofls.no~I~~~nts. L--._~~----.-~~~_ C 3.52, ki i79, 1935, VII. 

I p.. >&. ‘. 
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’ the prospective Assyrian settlers were the Christian groups 

,’ and that the admi.nistrativo authority to which they would be 

ultimattily subject was. thi! stipaieto dis,tri.ct of Latakia, 

adrJinistored by a Farcnch Gove-mar and iitiabiti?d alnost r’x- 
, 

clusivtily by non-Moslun groups.1 Some 24,000 &Syrians from 

ths Xosul area -- tivhn those who had property and did not 

complain of conditions -- expressr?d the untionditional wish to 

leavi; for the G.hnb Vjithout asking for any dtitai1.s of thoir 

future svttl2l;lcnt~.” On the; other hand a group of six tribal 

chiefs clnining to spti,:k for 8,030 Assyzisns said that they 

could not state thtiir vi3w uatil they knew bshat would SC: their 

economic and lUgal position in th,:+ir nzw home. Simiiar results 

wire registtirtid ot Kir!rclk r:nd I;.w:hd,ad. ’ The Assyrians m’cre 

ready to go. The Iraqi Government was ready to let thorn go and 
I 

offered even a contribution of E125,000, cnlculatJd on a basis 
7 

of b10 for ev<ry Assyrian iti-,ving Iraq up to 12,500 persons;’ 

later it doubled this offer.4 Thi; c,osi; of the whole Ghab settle- 

?i::nt scheme was calcul:~tud at 86 million French francs (a little 
I , 

ovvr bl,0?5,000). The following contributions wwo tinlisted : 5 

b250; 000 from the Iraq Govtirnrfiunt 
-~.;JYJ;OI)O 11 ‘7 British Govtirr&utint 
‘. 3 I;,;, OOC II !I Govuri~:~vr~t of the French Mandated Territories 
T., i’;., 000 il ii League .of Xations 

Thus, some b937,OOO out of Ll;d75,000 wre provided for, 

early in 1935 thnt .thc League “has r_o:‘r initiated and hulped to 

1: finance a sch,-no for thuir (Assyrian) transfer from Iraq and 
k~ 

1. Lan:we or Nations Questions, No.5,‘pp. 27,.3C. 
of Nations Dooucients. C 352, M 159, 1935, vII,p. 9. 

j&$&f Nations:Q,uestions~ No&j p, 44. 
Simpson, op. cit., p. 54; 



settlemat in the Ldvant states -- 

appcast:munt,.“l The Khnbur se~ttltiiaont wx considtirc 
. 

axpedicnt, pending the: compltition of Ghr?b schumc. 
._ 

IV. 

In the spring of 1935 the situation conplz 

chz.n;:ud. In two lctturo, addrssscd by thu French 

tho Chai;azn of tho L~XGUC’S Committev for the SL” 

@Syrians on 14 kipril 19351 and lztzr to thu Seer 

the L~;ag~i! on 23 JunQ 1936, the F?tinch GovLrnm;nt znnounccd 

dh2cision to tipply for tha turminciiion of the Fren 

Syria; 2 In view, of thti gowing 

Arabs of 3yri.a who bitttirly opposed thi: vstablis 

other Christian minority in thi; coaltry, pzosgazts of a 

prnc ticnlly tilil;:ir.c.tud. 

The Loagutifs Corrnittti:u for the: sittlcnat of Assyrians 

was thus fol;ccJd to recommend to the Council the dof inito 
, 

abandonrntint 6f tho C;lab schr::r!G. On 4 July 1336; 

npprovtid this rycomiiuEdztion. It instr,uctu{ thi: Comk%te\: to 

study the possibiliti.ds of :tsGttldmtint than in Iraq 

the :i‘:;~yrians of Iraq v;ho still c:is 
. 

i,ut %ll th&u studi& 2nd inv atigntions provwd fruitkssi” 
“‘8 

Tho Conunittc;o’ thtirofor,l; rti;chid the; d?;:‘initl: conclusion that t$i 
s $7. 

zL!ttlc.cknt outsidz of Ircq of thos:; BsSJ~2i:XS who still rkazin$ 
t 

. ,,l...tic; did not at thct time s&m to bt: practicabl~~; ‘It .SW+d !f 
q 

further that it was $30 impossiblu to arring;u for th;: trnnsf$ 

Assyri?.ns ,s;ttl,d in the ‘Khnbur ,va.lloy in Syria, Mlhoso 1 
, 

had in the ml;antimc &cc!iod 8,800. ‘3 

Tho trq.fi,sfur qf Assyrians bed thus comr; to nou&t; 2.e+~ 

of ~Nntions’~ Council .fRilud-4.n its efforts,--to ~~securu’.the, 

, 
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settlement of some 25,000 to 30,000 Assyrians who had since ’ 

;I 1919 been, the ob,joct of inttimationnl attention. Admitting its 

own failure, the Resuttlani?nt Committee decided that: 

a. The Assyrians ivho ~emainod~ in Iraq "wills have to 

continue to reside in Iraq" and the Coromittee Will not bG 

called to ddal with them.,.These Assyrians ,should, as far as 

possible, bacons incorporated in tho Iraqi populntion,as 

ordinary citizens of thu Iraqi Stste."l The Ltiaguo's Council 

took not* of thi: vague dc;clalation of t,heI~aqi Focuign Minister 

that the Assyrian comnunitg in Iraq will "enjoy the bcndfits of 

the declaration on thd protection of rllinoriti& sign& by thti 

Iraqi Govurnmtint... on 19 May 1932.~7~2 

b. The Kinbur settlcfil;nt which was to bo abolished as 

soon as the Ghnb lands had btion nadti rxdy to rccoivo the whole 

of the Assyrians transferrod from Iraq, was now proclcrimed n 

permanent home for th u semi 9,000 Assyrians living there.. The 

League of Nations took over the direct responsibility for its con- 

solidation on n self-supporting.basis.3 This decision completely 

ignored the paxamount problt;n of the Kh'nbur sottlomant, that of 

ths: security of a sedtir.tnry agricultural CliIistian population 

In a Aizxotlti district,, in close pJor,imity to the Turkish frontier 

?r:fi lia>li: to incursions of ?\g;e.ressivc: Kosldm nomadic tribes. 

:rn a ldtter to The Tir,ics 6 Januxy 1938) Canon Wigr‘am stated 

i,;;:.a:: the ap .I ~a of thi: Khobur Rivdr "is rzgula~ly raided by Kurds 

E.?;..'. :i.;d!cluins, from whom no protection can be given.:'. 

Sir J'ohn Hope Simpson cautiously observe that "the porraantince 

cf theso (Khabur) colonids will d.+xnd on the attitude of the 

; Syrian Govurnmtint towards the Christian minorities after the 

in torminntion of the Mandatti.n4 The pLospucts S~~L-~II not to be 

too bright. Professor V. F.. Albright, who haa, lived in 

1. Leagut- of,Nations DocumL-nts, C 3871 LI 258, 1937, VII. 
2.. jMinutes of tho Council; 29 Supttxnbar 1937.. 
3.. Minutes.of the Cotincir, 29 Septcabdr 1937. 
4* 6p,.-'cit,,P* 58. " 

I 



Palostinc and Syria for 2l?.ny ycnl~s qnd l,;ho had nadz pcrsona$$ ,:; 
,,, .I 

'contacts LuilOng nuiw1;ou.s Ctilistian &c-&s suports that "the :;;;$ 

Christians of Syria have no morn confidtincu in thzir &ver,tual 

future as a minority in a Moskm State than ~&ho Nustorinns ~4 

‘(Assyrians), of Iraq or the Copts of Egypt, both of v*hom arc 6 

'hated and dwpisod (o_uit;: unjustly) by tha 3,10sicms."1 

,. 

. 

‘. . . . 
. :’ : 

. .’ 
a, ‘. : ..- , .: ,.’ 

Albri&tj\?. F.,~ Japhct in the Ttints of Shem, 
Ducl;mber, 1942. 
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